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RE-INTRODUCTIONS, Of sorts. 

i. 

I have been a reference librarian for a long 
time. 13 years. In that time, a lot of things have 
changed. The internet was just beginning to 
take shape when I began my career. We still 
maintained a ready reference file box, which 
consisted of index cards with useful facts and 
trivia. That archive of news clippings, 
annotations, and handwritten facts was one of 


the very first print causalities in the Information 
Wars of the late 1990s. Of course, a lot more 
changed and a lot more print resources were 
destroyed and replaced by the nebulous electric 
frontier. 

But the one constant that remains is the 
library user. An individual of dedicated 
curiosity who’s wide breadth of informational 
need is as demanding as it is lazy and helpless. 
As you will read on, remember that there are 
only two unspoken, implicit rules of reference 
service - 

1. Take every question seriously. 

2. Find the answer. 

It is not always easy to take the patrons 
seriously. Especially, when they call or come in 
everyday with the same question. The library 
staff must find ways to deal with the monotony 
of this. One patron, in particular, calls every 15 
or 20 minutes, all day, every day - asking about 
the same things. This zine attempts to replicate 
a few hours of this for you, in part to illustrate 
just what really happens in libraries. 



Most of the feedback I’ve gotten about this 
series of zines, expressed a sense of disbelief in 
the veracity of these conversations. Or, if the 
conversations’ validity was not questioned, 
then readers were amazed that the librarians did 
not lose their patience. “I would have just gone 
off on those people for being so stupid.” 

Just to be clear - These conversations are 
real. The stories are real. Transcribed as closely 
as possible to how they happened. There might 
be an invented sentence or two, or are phrased 
wrongly, or maybe an accent or slang that 
could not be transliterated. But everything in 
this zine happened. 

- R.John Xerxes, MLIS 
San Francisco, 2010 


I have determined after the last few days of 
helping the public library customers that I am 
fluent in at least five different dialects of crazv. 

They are in no particular order: 

THE WORD SALAD LINKER — begins the 
conversation clearly and concisely, but quickly 
begins to string together thoughts and words 
that seem to have no relevance. Topics might 
jump mid-sentence. Can also be long pauses, 
punctuated by “ands, urns, aaahs.” Example: “1 
am looking for a car dealership in Akron, 
(pause) But they wouldn’t bring me no pillows 
in the room because of childrens eating them!” 

I HE YABBA DABBA— this is the stammering 
over syllables and the constant repetition of 
certain sounds that interrupt and delav speech. 
Since this happens inside words as the crazy 
mixes up coherence and thought, the Yabba 
Dabba is impossible to understand over the 
phone. Example: '‘Ima,lma.Ima,hnaJmma,lma 
lookin foraaaah sommmmmmuuuuum 
vidcassettvideos.” 
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THE MUMBLY MUMBLE - associated with 
close, soft talkers with facial ticks. The 
Mumbly Mumble is an interesting monotone of 
sounds, but completely impossible to 
understand. Often repetitious and punctuated 
by one or two clear words/sighs that poke 
above the drone. Example: (just above a 
whisper) “muumuuuuBOILERuuuuuuuuuah.” 

DRUNK - is slurring incoherence, with the 
occasional spit or drool, that crashes between 
points. The Drunk statement will always 
deteriorate into a fading silence, accompanied 
by sudden barks or growls. Short term memory, 
even within a single statement, is obliterated 
usually resulting in humor or frustration. 
Example: “I got ta azz yous if you got 
the.. .(nodding off into a 
pause).. .WOOFWOOF GRRRRRR.” 

THE ANGRY RAMBLER - has so twisted 
themselves up in a matter of trivia or statistical 
minutiae as to be nearly impossible to assist. 
Unwilling to explain the back story as to why 
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they need to know what the monster in 1958’s 
“Fiend without a Face” looked like or how 
many touchdowns were scored by Brown’s 
Tight Ends in the last game of the 1987 regular 
season, the Angry Rambler is rude, impatient, 
and curt. Example: “What was the season and 
air date of Moria Turner’s second Twilight 
Zone appearance? Don’t look at the internet! ” 

Do you think I should update my resume? 

Customer: I need the...ah....bibles on the 
DVDs. No...on the CDs. 

Librarian: To listen to? 

Customer: No on the DVDs! 

Librarian: CDs are just to listen to, DVDs are 
like movies. So you want the movies? 
Customer: You caint listen to the movies? 
Wheweee. I want the DVDs, the ones you just 
listen to. 

Librarian: Okay. 

Customer: Yolanda Adams. 


Librarian: I’m sorry? 

Customer: Yolanda, (impatient pause) Adams. 
Librarian: Okay. Is she the reader? 

Customer: No. She just on the cover of the 
Old Testaments and the New Testaments. 
Librarian : Well it looks like the CDs are all 
broken up by the books. 

Customer: Not books. 

Librarian: Right, these are the books of the 
bible. 

Customer: I don't want the books, I want the 
Old Testaments and the New Testaments. You 
ain’t too bright, is you? Can I speak to someone 
else. 

Librarian: Sure (pause) but they are all busy. 
Customer: Well what am I supposed to do? 
You can't help me. (hangs up) 

calls right back 

Customer: Still you, huh? 

Librarian: Yep. 

Customer: OOOOH. What am I going to do... 
(hangs up again) 



.a/" 


- Librarian is called over to the small alcove 
where the old electric typewriter sits on a 
rickety old metal filing table. When its turned 
on the electric current vibrates through the gun 
gray metal, humming and rattling. 

Typewriter Man: Can you help me, please. 
Librarian: I might be able to, what’s up? 
Typewriter Man: Well, you see. I'm just trying 
to put dates on all these letters here. 

Librarian: Okay, well, the margins should be 
reset. If you run in to any more problems, just 
press the code button and the tab code button at 
the same time and everything will go back to 
normal. 

Typewriter Man: Oh. But all I need are the 
dates on the letters. 

Librarian: Okay? As I said, the margins have 
been reset, so you'll be able to tab over far 
enough now. 


Typewriter Man: Oh. (pause) You’re not busy, 
are you? Because all I need are the dates on the 
letters. 

Librarian: No. I understand. And I set it up for 
you. All you have to do is hit this button and 
then type in the dates, here at the top. 

(pause) 

Typewriter Man: Can't you just do that for 

me? 

Librarian: Um. Okay.(curtly) Let me in here. 
Typewriter Man: Don’t mess it up. These 
need to go to the gobermint. 

.OS' 

- A man called, wanting to know why he never got a 
phone call to let him know that the DVD a librarian 
ordered for him had arrived at the library. The 
circulation department handled the call telling him that 
there were no holds currently on his card, he became 
upset and demanded to speak with the librarian who put 
the holds on for him. The circ department transferred 
the call to reference so a librarian could put the items 
back on hold for him. 



Angry Man: Like a month ago, a librarian, maybe 
YOU, ordered a DVD for me and now those idiots are 
telling me that there's nothing on my card! How can 
that be? YOU ORDERED THE DVD FOR ME! And I 
never got anything! 

Librarian: I’m sorry about the confusion. What was 
the title of the DVD? I can reorder it for you. 

Angry Man: Well, can you get it for me? 

Librarian: Yes, absolutely. I just need to know what the 
title of the DVD was so I can reorder it. 

Angry Man: I don’t remember the name of the DVD! 
You reserved it for me! Don’t you remember the title? 
Can’t you see what I reserved?!! 

Librarian: Sorry. Our computers do not keep that kind 
of information. Em sorry. If you can remember the title, 
I will be happy to put you at the top of the reserve list. 
Angry Man: Oh for Christ’s sake. This is really 
incredible! How do you people get anything done? 
Librarian: Do you remember anything about the 
movie? 

Angry Man: FUCKING INCREDIBLE! (slams the 
phone down, then hangs up) 


-Major Issues involved in Strikes in the United States beginning 
in January, June and August 7947 


Major issue 


All issues. 

Wages and Hours .... 
Wage increase .... 
Wage decrease .... 
Wage increase, hour 

decrease . 

Wage decrease, hour 

increase . 

Hour increase .... 
Hour decrease .... 
Union organisation . . . 

Recognition. 

Recognition and wages 
Recognition, wages and 

hours. 

Discrimination .... 
Closed or union shop. . 
Strengthening bargain¬ 
ing position .... 

Other. 

Miscellaneous . 

Sympathy ....... 

Rival unions or factions 

Jurisdiction*. 

Other. 

Not reported .... 


January j 

June 

Number 

Percent 

Number 

Percent 

213 

100.0 

325 

100.0 

64 

30.0 

145 

44.6 

54 

25-3 

135 

41-5 

3 

1.4 

2 

.6 

5 

2-3 

8 

2.5 

1 

•5 



1 

• 5 



105 

49-3 

143 

44-0 

23 

10.8 

19 

5-8 

26 

12.1 

65 

20.0 

13 

6.1 

11 

3-4 

18 

8-5 

12 

3-7 

20 

9.4 

23 

7-1 

1 

•5 

10 

3-i 

4 

1.9 

3 

•9 

44 

20.7 

37 

11.4 

1 

•S 

3 

•9 

9 

4.2 

11 

3-4 

9 

4.2 

5 

*•5 

24 

n-3 

18 

5-6 



Strikes and Lock-outs, c 

Table I.—Ni...«cn or strikes. Workers Involved, and “ 

7935 —December 7947* M \ g 

Monthly Labor Review, United States Bureau of Labor Stat Iff 

























A group of first graders, who were daily regulars in the 
library, were full of energy one winter afternoon. And 
by energy I mean they were running up and down the 
stairs playing a very bad game of hide and seek. None 
of them were actually hiding, instead it was more of a 
game of “Which Floor Am I On Chase.” On one of 
their many giggling, sneaky passes, I called one of the 
group over - a little boy in a striped t-shirt. He stood at 
attention, like he had just been commanded to line up at 
the end of recess. 

fn my softest, yet sternest voice, 1 said, “Listen. You 
go down there and tell your friends that if I see any 
single one of you even walk by this desk again, 1 am 
going to kick all you out. You stay downstairs. Find 
something to do that does not involve running around 
this library. You got me?” 

“We can’t even..he started, his eyes bulging. 

“Nope. You got no business up here but messin 
around. You tell your buddies!” 

He stood at attention for a few more seconds, looking 
at me sadly, then said, “Ok.” He turned and bounced 
toward the stairs, at the top of them, he turned slightly 


to look back at me. Surprised I was still watching him. 

“Walk down the stairs,” I commanded, smiling 
slightly. 

He smirked. Then slowly went down the stairs, 
planning each step carefully. At the bottom of the stairs, 
where a coworker of mine was staffing the “Wal-berry 
Welcome Desk,” he was greeted by the rest of his little 
buddies. All of whom were very concerned, because 
they had seen him getting “a talking to.” 

According to my co-worker, this is the conversation 
they had - 

“That man up there says we need to go into the kids 
room.” 

“What man,” demanded another little boy in a dirty 
shirt. 

“Do he have red hair?” piped in a taller girl with 
beaded braids. 

“Yeah, I think...” the boy I spoke to said, “he up 
there,” then pointed up the stairs at me. 

“Ewwww. He so mean,” a smaller girl with a tight pony 
tail said as she put her fist on her hip. 

“I think he own the library,” the taller girl chided. 

“HE DO?!” all the others said in awe. 

“Yeah. He own the library, that what my sister say,” she 
continued enjoying the attention. 


“Imma gonna axe her,” said the dirty shirt kid as he 
stomped off toward the kids room. 

The others followed in a row of constant noise and 
motion. 


— An older man waddles over to the desk. He’s got 
baked beans smeared all over the front of his yellow 
polo shirt and he’s holding a few bunched up plastic 
bags. He is, also, wearing a colorful, plastic lei with the 
tag still on it. 

Lei Man: (in a thick Russian accent) You look like so 
smart lady! Please, you will help me! 

Librarian: Oookay! What can 1 help you with today, 
sir? 

Lei Man: I need, erramm, piece of paper, (on which he 
scribbles - “Rbrt Baker” and a long mash of letters that 
might spell out false memories). 

Lei Man: (handing the paper over) I need bowuk. 
BOO-ok. It is family name Baker, yes? Robert is first 
name, naydom . Um, I am not sure. Called it False 
Memories. I am sure w ith your magic computer 
tinkings, you may find many for me, da? 


Librarian: Hmm, I’m not seeing anything with that 
title. Let me check with the author’s name. Okay, the 
closest match I can find it Child Sexual Abuse and 
False Memory Syndrome. Could that be the book 
you’re looking for? 

Lei Man: DA! DA! Yes! That this must be it. 
Librarian: Well, it isn’t here at this library. 1 would 
have to order it for you from another library and have it 
sent here for you. 

Lai Man: (far away look in his eyes) You know, back 
in y country (pause) I am many far from Yugoslavia, 
you know this? Back in Yugoslavia, is okay to get 
sexual favors from young girls. All you do is kiss them, 
thank them, and tell them that love is for them. But this 
is not so in America! You get TROUBLE in America 
for kissing and loving young girl. TryGoit Reason. 
Library: Uh, yes. That’s considered a crime here... 

Lei Man: Can you write the exact title of that book 
down for me? You know, you are very real pretty girl. 
Librarian: Uh, here is the title of the book... 

Lei Man: Can I have another piece of paper? (scribbles 
something else) I need list of everything written by this 
(pointing along his scribbles) Ralph Emerson. 
Librarian: Ralph Waldo Emerson? Let me see what 1 
can find for you. 
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Lei Man: (suddenly shouting out) WHERE IS MEN’S 
TOILET ROOM!?! 

Librarian: (pointing) Over behind that wall... 

Lei Man: (returns after a few minutes, hands dripping 
wet, holding the Lei which is now covered in smeared 
brown baked beans, holding out the Lei) For you... 
Librarian: (refusing to touch the lei) Sorry, 1 cannot 
take that, (pause as he puts it on the desk) Was there 
anything else I could help you with today? 

Lei Man: Well, there is many things Emerson wrote on 
transmutation. The blood and body of Christ. And 
philosophy. But you to know nothing about this, yes? 
You are SO young... 

Librarian: Transcendentalism. He wrote on 
transcendentalism, but I’m not so sure he wrote about 
transubstantiation in any of his writings... Let me 
check. Well, he does have a collection of religious 
essays, but they are located at the library downtown. I’d 
have to order them for you. 

Lei Man: Order for me? No, I just go down there. You 
do not have them here. 

Librarian: No. Just the downtown library has that 
collection. 

Lei Man: Eh. Alright. I knew a pretty smart girl like 
you could help me! 


Librarian: Um. Okay, (pause) Have a nice day, sir... 

A woman kept calling, over several days, trying to get a 
hold of me. My co-workers would dutifully take a 
message, but 1 had no idea who this lady might be or 
why she desperately needed to speak to me and only 
me. When I tried calling her back, the number she left 
was either not in service or disconnected. 

Then one afternoon while 1 was at the reference 
desk, a small woman came up and asked, “Is you, 
John?” 

ME: Yes. 

LADY: Because them ladies over there, they say you is 
John. 

ME: They told you the truth. 

LADY: Good. I am Ms. Williams. I been try ing to get 
you on the phone, baby. 

ME: Oh right, Ms. Williams. I tried calling you back, 
but... 

LADY: I ain’t got no phone I can get calls on, it okay, 
baby. 

ME: I see. How can I help you? 


LADY: Well, Miss Johnston, you know Miss 
Johnston? 

ME: 1 do. (Miss Johnston is a regular customer, who 
uses the library as her personal office. She pretends to 
be a lawyer and ropes in low income clients who she 
can charge money to fill out forms for and supposedly 
represent in various low level civil matters like deed 
transfers and drawing up rental agreements. Everything 
she does involves a librarian, usually me, to pull up free 
forms from the internet, printing them out and then 
giving her white out or scissors so she can modify the 
forms to look more official or state-specific). 

LADY: Well she tell me that I should be talking to you 
about this. Because, she say, you like CS1 of the library. 
If you caint help me, no one here can! 

ME: Well that is very nice of Miss Johnston to say. 
LADY: Anyway, I got this computer and I need you to 
help me with it. 

ME: Okay, what is the problem with it? 

LADY: Can 1 bring it up in here? 

ME: I suppose so, is it a laptop? 

LADY: Nope. If s just that thing (she points to the pc 
tower). 

ME: It’s this? 

LADY: Yes, sir. 1 gots it in the car. Can I go and get it 


and hook it all up to this tv looking thing and have you 
help me? 

ME: Urn. 

LADY: Okay, let me tell you what is going on. 

ME: Okay, because we can’t hook it up to these 
monitors. 

LADY: See. These peoples done went and stole all my 
information. Like my identity! Ooooh. They ran up all 
my credit cards and bought all this stuff that I gots no 
use for, like a big screen tv! 

ME: Um...okay. 

LADY: They did. And all the proof of it is on they 
computer. Which I gots in my car. And 1 needs you to 
help me get all the proof out of it - you know make 
some print outs so I can go to the police and get them in 
trouble! 

ME: Um. Okay, but I am not sure... 

LADY: Miss Johnston say you real good at cracking 
into computers. Figuring out passwords and all that. 
ME: Um. So the computer is password protected? 
LADY: Well, baby, it aint mines! I took it from the 
house to get the print outs! 

ME: Well, I am not sure I can help you with this, 
because we can’t hook it up here. We don’t have the 
cords and everything we would need. 
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LADY: What about all thems? (she jiggles the tangle of 
cords from the staff computer) 

ME: Well, I cannot unhook this one. I am not allowed 
to do that. Plus, since it is not your computer, I would 
not be able to break into it for you. I would suggest that 
you should take the computer to the police or the FBI. 
They are able to break in and decode this sort of this 
stuff. 

LADY: I caint take it to the police! They will knows it 
is stole from them peoples. 

ME: Well, I am not sure what else to tell you. 

LADY: That’s okay baby, I know if you canit help me 
no one can. Miss Johnston, she never steer me wrong! 
Thank you baby and you have a blessed day. 

ME: You too. Sorry I couldn’t help. 

OS' 

Librarian: Reference, may I help you? 

Mintz: (in a speedy, heavy Russian accent) Yes. Is this 
Greg? 

Librarian: No. 

Mintz: Chuck? 

Librarian: No. John. 
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Mintz: John? Oh good. John. Whew. Let me tell you 
something John. Do you have to go to lunch? 

Librarian: No. I just got back. 

Mintz: This is good. Because John, I have to tell you 
something. Do you have time or is there a million more 
calls waiting? 

Librarian: No. What’s up, Ms. Mintz? 

Mintz: What is up? Such a life, is what is up. It never 
ends here. 

Librarian: Its true. 

Mintz: You know what I am saying, John? 

Librarian: Yeah. 

Mintz: I know you know. Look, John, I have a strange 
question and maybe you can help me. You know how 
when you are driving and there is a traffic light? How 
much timing is there between the changing of those 
lights? 

Librarian: Um... 

Mintz: Because someone tells me that they are made by 
a company and the city has no rules over how much 
time there is between yellow and red light. Can you tell 
me if this is true? 

Librarian: You want to know who determines the 
length between lights? 


Mintz: Yes! And let me tell you what happened. If you 
want to hear the story of an old lady! I was driving on 
South Street and the light it went from yellow to red. I 
am teaching in school that on yellow light, you must 
slow down and stop for red light. So 1 stop my car, but I 
see that 1 am past white line, you know the intersection 
stop here line? Anyway, the police man pulls me over. 
And gives me a ticket for pulling into the intersection. 
Librarian: I see... 

Mintz: The policeman was very rude to me. He pull me 
over right after light changes. He ask me what I thought 
1 was doing? That it looked like 1 made a mistake, so 1 
tell him, “The only mistake here is that your mother did 
not get an abortion!” 

Librarian: Uh... 

Mintz: I told him that running the light would have 
been worse, but that policeman tell me that blocking an 
intersection is much more worse. But it was 11:30 at 
night. There was no traffic coming! Then he could not 
tell me who sets the timers on those traffic lights! I 
think he is a liar. So I called the city hall this morning 
and some stupid lady told me that the state traffic 
departments make that ruling as to how quick the lights 
change. I called the State of Ohio Traffic and they said 
that they do not set those traffic light timers! Can you 


during the day than 
Librarian: I could 
1 think probably tall 
administration woul 
about their traffic li 
Mintz: I know this 
too. But what are w< 






liars to be liars! That is such the way. Well, thank you 
for your help. 

Librarian: You’re welcome. Good luck! 

Mintz: Bye. 


Derrick is homebound. 1 am not exactly sure what is 
wrong with him that makes him unable to leave his 
subsidized housing. 1 suspect something like paranoid 
schizophrenia based on the stories he has told us over 
the years. As well as some of the more involved 
connections he makes during his rambling “just 
wondering” phone calls. I, also, suspect he is house 
bound because there is a distinct and regular beeping 
sound in the background of all his calls. I believe that 
he is hooked up to some sort of medial monitor or 
generator of some importance. 

Derrick calls every day. Starting when the library 
opens at nine a.m. and stopping minutes before the 
library closes at nine p.m. He is usually one of the first 
calls of the morning and always the last call of the day. 
His calls, depending on the question and the patience of 
the librarian who answered the phone, can be as short 
as a minute or spanning the better part of an hour. If the 
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crew answering the phones is especially curt to him 
(due the fact that they dislike helping him or busyness 
or simple impatience), he will truncate his question, 
only to increase the frequency of his call backs. 
Otherwise, his calls are spaced out about every ten to 
fifteen minutes. There is a theory that he takes an hour 
off for lunch, but I have listened to him monologue and 
smackingly chew at the same time. So 1 am doubtful. 

After a few months of dealing with Derrick’s calls, I 
started to notice a pattern to his questions. At the 
beginning of each month, he enters a stage 1 call 
“Period of Lucidity and Possibility.” During this brief 
stage, Derrick is ridiculously optimistic. All his calls are 
about buying things, like DVD sets of his beloved tv 
shows. Or returning to finish his degree, which usually 
involves reading him graduate course catalogs and 
helping him try to figure out if his credits from twenty- 
odd years ago are still valid. Not to mention 
determining the cost per credit and various Obama 
programs that might pay off his outstanding student 
loans. 

The middle of each month is what 1 labeled the 
“Cataloging of the Obsessively Homy.” This is the 
week or so where Derrick rambles on about females and 
by females he means black women. He is very 
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concentrated on finding a mate for himself. He would 
love to procreate, not because he is excessively homy, 
but because he would love a family and to find a female 
to take care of him. Aside from the obvious 
impracticalities of his situation, he has some very 
demanding stipulations on the type of female he will 
accept into his life. When not asking strange questions 
about female reproduction and attraction (How soon 
can a woman get an abortion after getting pregnant?). 
Derrick is calling to check on the birth dates and 
locations of female black celebrities, usually ones that 
are inappropriately young for him. Toward the end of 
this stage, which marks the transition to the final phase 
of the month, Derrick starts obsessing about the original 
air dates of various television shows. 

The final stage of the month, 1 have dubbed 
“Conspiracy of the Mind.” This is the period where 
whatever crazy wracks Derrick’s mind completely 
consumes him. He slips into a state of calm panic. All 
his questions revolve around uncovering the patterns of 
God, who is an oscillation of the mind. He asks 
sweeping questions about the origins of various 
religious traditions, focused on the Jews and the 
Egyptians. He leans toward an afro-centric, Nation of 
Islam worldview in which the disease of vitiligo and 
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albinism created the white race which in turn is a 
disease upon the black man, etc. This stage is marked, 
too, by Derrick’s need to monologue, so all his 
questions just excuses to have someone listen to his 
babbling. 

Since he is on a fixed disability income, his month is 
structured around a couple of factors - specifically 
money and medication. One night, he called and 
wanted help balancing his check book. He did not come 
straight out and ask that, instead he started simply 
asking me to check his math on a calculator. As the 
conversation continued, he started sharing more about 
the figures I was double checking. He ordered a couple 
pizzas a month, had a box of Butterfingers delivered, 
and then the rest went to rent and medications. Some 
months he would skip his medications in order to buy a 
CD or DVD. After this call, I had a new insight into his 
life and just how important it must be for him to have 
us to talk to everyday. 


Derrick: 1 have a general question. 

Librarian: Okay, how may I help you? 

Derrick: Pyramids. You know. I’ve heard that there 
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are pyramids in America. 

Librarian: Um. Not that I am aware of... 

Derrick: Maybe you can look? Because I’ve heard that 
there are a lot of different pyramids that were built. 
Librarian: Do you like the ancient Mayan ziggurats? 
Derrick: Ah. No. Not them. Maybe look up something 
called Great American Pyramid in Memphis. 

Librarian: Ok. Yeah it looks like it is just a stadium. 
Derrick: Does it say anything about its meaning? 
Maybe like if it is Egyptian? 

Librarian: Yes, it looks like it was modeled after the 
Pyramid of Cheops. And there is a large statue of the 
Pharaoh Ramses the Great. 

Derrick: Pharaoh Ramses the Great, (pause) Can you 
tell me more about him? 

Librarian: Sure. What did you want to know? 

Derrick: Well what connection does he have to the 
pyramid? And how many stories is the Memphis 
Pyramid? 

Librarian: I am not finding anything about the Pharaoh 
Ramses and the Great Pyramid. 

Derrick: Nothing? He wasn’t buried there or anything? 
Librarian: It does not look like it. The Great Pyramid 
was the first one built and no one is sure who was 


buried there. 

Derrick: So he could have been buried there? 
Librarian: Probably not. 

Derrick: But you said no one knows who was buried 
there. 

Librarian: Right. 

Derrick: So maybe the people who made the Memphis 
Pyramid were trying to tell us that Ramses was actually 
buried there. Does it say anything about the people who 
built it? 

Librarian: Looks like it was a city plan to draw tourists 
to the city. It’s empty now. 

Derrick: Empty? 

Librarian: Yes. 

Derrick: Completely empty? Like there is not even a 
chair in the whole place? 

Librarian: 1 am not sure. But it is listed as abandoned 
and not in use. 

Derrick: What about this pyramid at this rest stop at 
Donner’s Pass in California? Can you tell me about that 
pyramid? 

Librarian: A rest stop? 

Derrick: Yes. Someone told me that there is a very 
large pyramid there that was built by the Donner Party. 



I wanted to know why they would have done that. 
Librarian: The Donner Party built a rest stop? 
Derrick: No. The pyramid. 

Librarian: From the picture I found of the rest stop it 
looks like it is just a steel design on the building. You 
know where the toilets are. 

Derrick: So it does not say anything about the Donner 
Party or why it was built there. 

Librarian: No. It looks like it is on the way to a ski 
resort. 

Derrick: A ski resort? And nothing about why the 
pyramid was built there at the Donner Pass? 
Librarian: No. Its at Donner’s Summit. Not Pass. 
Derrick: Oh. Well can you find anything about the 
Donner Party and another pyramid then? 

Librarian: I am not finding anything like that, no. 
Derrick: (Pause). Well 1 guess that it. I was just 
wondering. 


Derrick: Hello. I have a general question. 

Librarian: Great! 

Derrick: Can you tell me about the oil spill in the Gulf? 


Librarian: Sure what do you need to know about it? 
Derrick: Well, (pause) So with Hurricane Rita and 
Hurricane Katrina, right. Then this new oil spill, this is 
the third great disaster to happen in that area in several 
years. 

Librarian: Yes. 

Derrick: Well, I was wondering how that happened 
there. Why that area gets so many accidents down there, 
you know. Because there are a lot of black people down 
there. 

Librarian: Okay, but the hurricanes were natural 
disasters. Only the oil spill was an accident. 

Derrick: Well, (long pause) you don’t want to make 
people nervous by saying things like that, you know, 
but there are some people out there who say that maybe 
Katrina was manmade. You know made by the 
government. Experiments that Bush was doing with 
weather machines and whatnot. You know like how 
they tested the atomic bomb on black soldiers or like 
when the government gave all them that syphilis. 
Katrina was like that, a test to see if they could get rid 
of poor black people without anyone in the whole world 
caring that much, you know. What do you think about 
that? 

Librarian: I seriously doubt that. 


Derrick: Yeah. It sounds sort of (pause then laughing) 
crazy. Yeah, (long pause) Yeah, (pause) Ok, I was just 
wondering about that. I guess that’s it. Thanks. 
Librarian: You’re welcome. 

Derrick: Hello. I have a general question. 

Librarian: Yes. 

Derrick: Does the library own videos? 

Librarian: Yes, of course. 

Derrick: Ok. Can you name some of them? 

Librarian: Well, we have so many of them. Is there a 
particular movie you are looking for? 

Derrick: (laughing) No. Not a movie. I’m sorry, I 
meant like music videos you know? Like the videos that 
go with songs. Like the music videos they show on 
BET or other places, you know. 

Librarian: I am pretty sure we don’t. 

Derrick: Can you look? 

Librarian: Well, we might have some by a particular 
artist. Like Michael Jackson. 

Derrick: Yeah.(pause) Let me think. Would you have a 
video by Masta Ace? Or Diamond D? 


Librarian: You mean a whole dvd of the songs? 
Derrick: No. Just a video. Maybe a compilation of 
videos by a bunch of different people. You know like a 
couple hours of YO MTV RAPS or the greatest hit 
videos of 1990? 

Librarian: No. It does not look like we have anything 
like that? 

Derrick: Can you see if something like that exists 
anywhere? Like on amazon.com? 

Librarian: Yes. (starting to search) 

Derrick: I know. Can you see if you have any of those 
POP UP VIDEO shows. Or maybe one of those WE 
LOVE THE 80s on dvd? 

Librarian: On amazon or the library? 

Derrick: Both. Also can you tell me when the first rap 
video was shown on MTV? See. Tve been watching 
these WE LOVE THE 80s shows on VH1 and if you 
didn’t know any better you would think that there was 
no rap videos ever made back then. I mean, I know 
because I saw them and have a lot of them on tape. 
Because I used to come home from college and record 
music videos. But I didn’t start until, well, I didn’t start 
until 1993 or so. But 1 know there were shows, such as 
MTV RAPS, that was on before that, I just wasn't into 
taping them back then, I guess I was too busy. But, I 


guess, if a kid wanted to see the old rap videos from 
that era, where would they get to see them? I mean I 
have the video tapes, so if I ever have a son, I can show 
them that rap was around back then, but if a kid is just 
watching one of these WE LOVE THE 80s or 90s 
shows, the kid might never know that there were rap 
videos on tv back then, (pause) Well, okay, I was just 
wondering. 1 guess that’s it. 

Librarian: Ok. 


Librarian: Library, may I help you? 

Derrick: Hello. 1 have a general question. 

Librarian: Alright. 

Derrick: Can you tell me (long pause) um, I heard that 
there are oil rigs off the coast of Nigeria. 

Librarian: Okay, what did you want to know about 
them? 

Derrick: (long pause) Um. Well, you know. Who owns 
them, how much oil they make, how deep they are, 
where they are, you know all that stuff. 

Librarian: Ok, let me look. 

Derrick: Also, can you tell me all about the petroleum 
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industry in Africa. You know how much money they 
make. 

Librarian: It looks like there are a lot of companies 
who operate rigs off the coast of Nigeria. 

Derrick: Really. Like how many? 

Librarian: Well, 1 am looking at list here and there are 
at least ten. 

Derrick: Can you read them to me? 

Librarian: It’s too long to read on the phone! 

Derrick: (long pause) Can you email it to me? 
Librarian: (angrily) I suppose. 

Derrick: Ok. What about how much the petroleum 
industry makes in Africa? Mainly Nigeria. 

Librarian: I doubt that I will be able to find anything 
like that! 

Derrick: Um, not even on the internet? 

Librarian: It is going to be a lot of information! 
Derrick: Oh that’s ok. 

Librarian: This is not the sort of thing we are supposed 
to answer on the phone! 

Derrick: Well, can you just mail whatever you find 
then? 

Librarian: Fine. 

Derrick: Thanks. I guess that’s it. Bye. 



Librarian: (hangs up the phone) I AM NOT GOING 
TO DO HIS RESEARCH FOR HIM!! 

OS' 

Derrick: Hello, I have a general question. 

Librarian: Okay. What is it? 

Derrick: Can you tell me what is so special about 
Israel? 

Librarian: I’m sorry, I am not sure I understand what 
you are looking for! 

Derrick: I guess, I mean I always hear that Israel is this 
great place and I was just wondering what made it so 
special? Like do they have Best Buys there? 

Librarian: I see... 

Derrick: I’ve heard that Israel is really phat. You know, 
like, with the PH, as in cool. But what makes it so phat, 
I guess. Isn’t it like a big desert? What is there that 
makes everyone want to go there? Or fight over it? 
Librarian: Well, it’s a regular western county, with big 
cities, fast food places, all that. 

Derrick: I see. (pause) Well, what makes it so great? 
Why is everyone always wanting to go there? I mean 
why there? There are plenty of places to go - like Paris 


or France. 

Librarian: I guess... 

Derrick: I mean if it is pretty much the same as here, 
why is everyone always fighting over it? I mean, I know 
the jews say that God gave it to them. But why there, 
you know, I mean God could have given them 
anywhere, right. (Pause) There must be something 
pretty special about that area, if you know, God was 
willing to give it to Jews. (Pause) Plus there were 
people living there, right, like from other countries? 

And God still gave it to them. I guess, I just don’t 
understand what is so special about right there. You 
know Israel, that God would say to the Jews to take it 
when there were other people living there. (Pause) God 
could have told them they could have somewhere no 
one lived, you know, since He is God and all that. 
(Pause) So, I was thinking that it would have to be 
pretty phat for eveiyone to want it so much. 

Librarian: I don’t know. 

Derrick: (laughs) Okay. I guess that’s it. I was just 
wondering. Bye. 

Derrick: Hello. I have a general question. 
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Librarian: Okay. How can I help? 

Derrick: Can you look up Parker Lewis Can 7 Lose? 

Librarian: Sure. 

Derrick: Okay. How many seasons was it on? 
Librarian: Three seasons. 

Derrick: Three seasons? You sure about that? 1 thought 
it was on for more. 

Librarian: 1MDB says it was on for three. September 
2 nd 1990 until June 13 th 1993. 

Derrick: From 1990 until 1993. So three years... 
Librarian: Yes. 

Derrick: What about A Different Worlds How long was 
that on? 

Librarian: Six seasons. From September 24 lh 1987 
until 1993. 

Derrick: So it was on the same time as Parker Lewis ? 
Librarian: Looks like the same years, yes. 

Derrick: What about COSBY ? Not THE COSBY 
SHOW ? But just COSBY ? How long was that on? 
Librarian: Let me check... 

Derrick: When was the last A Different World episode 
on? 

Librarian: I’m sorry? 

Derrick: You said it was on until 1993, but did it say 
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what the date was? 

Librarian: Let me look... 

Derrick: Did you find the dates for COSBY! 
Librarian: Well I started to and then you asked about 
A Different World again... 

Derrick: Oh. 

Librarian: But COSBY was on for four seasons, from 
September 16 th 1996 until April 28 th 2000. 

Derrick: All those shows started in September. But 
they all ended in different months. Does it say why that 
is? Why they all start in September and why they all 
ended in different months? 

Librarian: I can look... 

Derrick: When was the last A Different World aired? 
Librarian: Um...let me see. 

Derrick: Okay. 

Librarian: Looks like the last episode was aired on 
July 9 th 1993. 

Derrick: July 9 th , huh? 

Librarian: Yes. 

Derrick: Interesting. Does it say why that is? Did 
something happen? 

Librarian: Probably they were cancelled. 

Derrick: (laughing) Yeah. But why did one end in June 


and the other in July of 1993? Did something happen in 
America that year? 

Librarian: That I don’t know. 

Derrick: 1993 is the year I moved back to Cleveland. 
Before that I was not that into recording shows you 
know. I mean I watched them, but I was doing other 
things and missed a lot of them. 1 really liked those 
shows. But I was just not into recording as much as I 
was before you know. I mean 1 could have asked my 
dad to record them, but I was paying attention to other 
things, you know? 

Librarian: 1 see. 

Derrick: So how many Parker Lewis Can't Lose 
seasons are on dvd? 

Librarian: Looks like seasons 1 and 2 are both on dvd. 
Derrick: How much do they cost? 

Librarian: About 45 dollars with shipping. 

Derrick: 45 dollars! That’s a lot. (pause) Did you 
figure out why those shows all started in September but 
ended in different months? 

Librarian: No. I think September is when the new fall 
television season starts. 

Derrick: Yeah, that makes sense, 1 guess. What about 
COSBY ? How many seasons are on DVD? 

Librarian: It does not look like any of those are on 


DVD. 

Derrick: Really? Not anywhere? 

Librarian: Does not look like they were released. 
Derrick: You would think they’d be on dvd. People 
really like COSBYmA it was on a long time. 

What.. .four years? 

Librarian: Yes. 

Derrick: Wow. That’s strange. Okay. I guess that’s it 
for now. Bye. 


Derrick: Hello. 1 have a general question. 

Librarian: Okay. 

Derrick: What would make a female, and by female I 
mean a black woman, want to have a child? 

Librarian: Um. 

Derrick: I mean, I guess, they would maybe be in love 
with their man and want to start a family, but what 
about all those other cases where females get pregnant 
and just have the baby when they are not married to the 
male. And maybe do not want to get married to the 
male? 

Librarian: What exactly are you asking... 



Derrick: I guess, you know, I am thinking about what 
would make a female, in my peer group - and I think 
my peer group, let’s see I am 46, so a generation is 
every ten years right? So, that would mean the female 
would be 33 or so and if you take another ten years 
away. Do you think a female in her 20s would want to 
date someone in their 40s? 1 guess it’s possible, right. 
Librarian: I am not sure what you are... 

Derrick: Okay. Okay. Let me think (pause) Okay. Let 
me think about it. If I put it this way, maybe, it will be 
better. Until what age would a female still want to have 
a child? Like when would females stop wanted to get 
pregnant? 

Librarian: I think it would depend... 

Derrick: I mean assuming that she is healthy and still 
able to have babies. Like has not gone into the 
menopause or anything where they were not 
biologically unable to have a baby. If you got rid of all 
those females, would there be an agreement, you know 
among females, as to when they would not like to get 
pregnant by, you know, what age? Because with mean, 
(laughing) well, with men it is a whole different thing, 
you know. Males can still make babies until they die, 
and then even after if they froze there sperms or 
whatnots. Still, maybe, you can find something about 


what would make a female attracted to a male enough 
to start having babies, you know not just biologically, 
but also, mentally. 

Librarian: Is there a library related question I can help 
you with? 

Derrick: You know Okay. I am just trying to figure out 
the female mind. (Laughs). 

Librarian: Well... 

Derrick: Okay. Well, I was just wondering, I guess 
that’s it. Bye. 


Derrick: So can you look somewhere other than 
amazon? I mean in the entire whole wide internet 
amazon is the only place you can get DVDs? Here try 
typing in www.tv.dvdworld.net what does that bring 
up? 

Librarian: Nothing. 

Derrick: Nothing? Like there is nothing there? 
Librarian: Yes, it looks like the site was taken down. 
Derrick: (pause) That is strange. Can you do a google 
search for that site? 

Librarian: Sure. The only thing coming up is 
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something from a website called Fraud Report? 
Derrick: Fraud Report? No. I am asking about 
dvdworld.com 

Librarian: Right. And the only mention of it is on this 
site about Frauds? 

Derrick: Frauds? 

Librarian: Yes like scams, rip-offs. 

Derrick: I see. That is the only thing? 

Librarian: Yes. 

Derrick: What does it say? 

Librarian: It says that the site was a ripoff. That people 
who ordered dvds from them got blank dvds. 

Derrick: Blank dvds? Like there was nothing on them 
or were they broken or something? 

Librarian: No. It looks like the website claimed to sell 
dvds of tv shows and whatnot, but when you ordered 
from them all you got were blank dvds. And now there 
is nowhere to contact them. 

Derrick: Maybe they moved their business? 

Librarian: I think they were ripping people off. 
Derrick: How could they do that, they had sooo many 
dvds! And the website dvdworld.com is not coming up? 
Librarian: Nope. 

Derrick: Are you sure? You putting it in right? 
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Librarian: Yes that is what I put in? 

Derrick: You put it in to Google? 

Librarian : Yes and the only thing coming up is a rip off 
report. 

Derrick: Can you print that out and mail it to me? 
Librarian: No problem. 

Derrick: Okay. Thanks. So there is no way to get these 
dvds? 

Librarian: No. Does not look like it. 

Derrick : How can they say they got all the seasons of 
PARKER LEWIS CAN’T LOSE if it was never put 
out? T am looking at it right here. You mean to say they 
never had all those seasons? 

Librarian : Yes. They were lying out it to try to get your 
money. 

Derrick : That sounds kinda fishy. Why would 
someone do that? 

Librarian : I am not sure. 

Derrick : (laughing) Me either. Okay. I guess that’s it. 
Thanks. 

Librarian : Ok. Bye. 


os' 



Derrick : Hello. I have a general question. 

Librarian : Ok. 

Derrick: I have a picture here of the Cleveland State 
University seal. And on that seal there is a year. 
Something 68. Can you tell me what that year refers to? 
Librarian: It looks like 1968. That is the year the 
University was founded. 

Derrick: For real? 1968? I thought that the school was 
a lot older than that. 1968. 

Librarian: Well, it is. There were two colleges that 
came together. Until 1968 it was Rhodes University. 
Derrick: Okay. I see. I was just wondering, because I 
was bom in 1968 and I just thought it was interesting. I 
have a picture somewhere, (fumbling around through a 
paper or garbage bag). It is of me sitting at a table in 
front of the C leveland State library, there, and behind 
(pause for more rooting around) and ugh (crinkling) 
and um (rustling) and part of my head is blocking the 
seal behind me so 1 was not sure if it was 1868 or 1968. 
It’s just strange, because I went there, and the school 
was started the same year I was bom. And 1 went to 
John Hay High School. When was John Hay founded? 
Librarian: Looks like it opened in 1968. 

Derrick: 1968. (pause) Does it say anything about the 
day or month it opened? 
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Librarian: Nope, just 1968. 

Derrick: For real? Nothing about when it opened? 
Librarian: Not that I am seeing, nope. 

Derrick: Okay. Well I was just curious. Something to 
think about, huh? Cleveland State, John Hay, both 
schools where l was educated, were both started the 
same year I was bom. 

Librarian: I see. 

Derrick: Then I was at Howard. You know when all 
that was going on, you know, Dwayne Wayne and Lisa 
Bonet. I am pretty sure that I knew some of those 
people. But I was not yet into video tapping all the 
programs yet. I came back to my dad’s house in 1993. 
And that is when I really started taping all the shows. I 
mean I would watch them, but it was just not that 
important that I taped them. I guess there were other 
(pause) priorities at that time. So I missed a lot, I guess. 
Librarian: 1 see. 

Derrick: Yes, have you ever heard of a show “Candid 
Camera?” Well, Howard was a lot like that back then, 
that is how they filmed A DIFFERENT WORLD. They 
had cameras up everywhere. It was a bit like what the 
CIA and FBI can do now, but back then it was just for a 
tv show, I guess. 

Librarian: I see. 
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Table I .—Numerical Strength of Municipal Police in U.S. 
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Derrick: Yeah, I have already looked at those. The 
ones here at the house. And I am not in any of them. I 
knew a lot of those people. You know, we all ate in the 
same areas and studied and stuff. So 1 am pretty sure, I 
am in a couple of episodes. I just don’t have all of them 
taped. So 1 would like to know which ones I am in, you 
know. 

Librarian: I see. 

(long pause) 

Derrick: When, I mean, what year was Raven-Symone 
bom? 

Librarian: It looks like according to IMDB, 1985. 
Derrick: 1985. (pause) 85. (pause) 1985. Lemmsee. I 
would have been.. .does it say which month? 
Librarian: December 10 th . 

Derrick: December 10 th , 1985. Hmmm. That would 
make her twenty-five, right? And I am forty-five. So 
twenty year difference... 

(long pause) 

Derrick: Just something I was wondering about. I 
guess that’s it. Thanks. Bye. 
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Derrick: Hello. I have a general question, 

Librarian: Okay. 

Derrick: If you had a male and female of a bunch of 
different animals, like in a cage. Like you had a male 
lion and a female lion in one cage and then in another 
cage a male monkey and a female monkey and in 
another cage a male panda and a female panda - how 
long would it take for those males and females to make 
babies? 


Librarian: You mean like at the zoo... 

Derrick: Maybe at the zoo. (pause) I guess what 1 am 
asking, (pause) Okay. What makes females want to 
procreate with males. Like in the animal kingdoms, its 
got to be a time frame where the females will procreate 



with the males. So I 
was just wondering, 
how that is 
determined. You 
know in nature. 
Librarian : 1 think 
it would depend 
upon the animal. 
Derrick: Right, 
right, (pause) Is 


information on that though? Because I think there has 
to be something that the female does to let the male 
know it is okay for them to have sex. Plus, if a female 
was locked in a cage with only one male, how long 
would it take for that female to finally agree to making 
babies? 

Librarian: I am looking and I do not see any 
information on that. 

Derrick: Nothing? 

Librarian: Nope, I mean I can find how long it takes 
for babies to gestate inside like an elephant. 

Derrick: Okay. But nothing about why that female 
elephant got pregnant, like in the zoo? 

Librarian: Not that 1 am seeing, no. 

Derrick: Okay, there has to be something out there? No 
studies or nothing? 

Librarian: There might be something about live births 
in captivity. 

Derrick: Okay, but nothing about why? 

Librarian: Not that I am seeing no. 

Derrick: Okay. I was just wondering. I guess that’s it, 
bye. 
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I got an email from my friend and ex-coworker, KRH 
this morning relating the following story : 

Also, Mumbly Joe was in on Tuesday night and he 
said he was sorry to hear that John was gone. He said 
that he always felt sorry for John because he reminded 
him of'Ichabod Crane from 'Sleepy Hollow' by that 
guy, what's his name, Washington. You know, he kind 
of had a slight hump and a limp when he walked." 

lam pretty sure he's thinking of Quasimodo, 
because I don't remember Ichabod Crane having a 
hump. Still, I am now referring to John in my head as 
Ichabod Quasimodo. 

Well, there is all that, plus the fact that Ichabod 
Crane was totally skinny. Like lanky. And 1 will never 
be lanky, even if I stop eating solid food, starting 
NOW! 

Quasimodo is described as 

“... his whole person was a grimace. A huge head, bristling 
with red hair; between his shoulders an enormous hump, a 
counterpart perceptible in front; a system ofthighs and legs so 
strangely astray that they could touch each other only at the 
knees, and, viewed from the front, resembled the crescents of 


two scythes joined by the handles; largefeet, monstrous hands; 
and, with all this deformity, an indescribable and redoubtable 
air of vigor, agility, and courage,—strange exception to the 
eternal rule which wills that force as well as beauty shall be 
the result of harmony. Such was the pope whom the fools had 
just chosen for themselves. One would have pronounced him a 
giant who had been broken and badly put together again. ” 

"...his whole person was a grimace." What a 
brilliant description. And pretty fitting of my carriage. 

If not all the time l am alive, then at least the part of my 
life spent leaning into a reference podium. 

But back to Mumbly Joe. He is an impaired 
customer who lumbers through the library. Scouring the 
Goldmine and All Music guides looking up 45s or other 
old jazz tunes. He is a humongous jazz fan. Though not 
all tunes, just the slow and sad dreamy tunes, those are 
the favorite tunes. And Mose Allison. 

He always has small newspaper clippings that 
"mom" cut out. Little slivers of newsprint, factoids, that 
he wants photocopied so he can share them with 
"friends on the west side." Usually, four or five copies 
of each that he will "trim" at home. He also gets on a 
monthly kick about fast food restaurants - when they 
started, where they are located, and why there are no 
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Sonic Drive-thrus in Cleveland. 

Aside from this obsessive repetition, often asking 
for the same tunes, death dates, or corporate history all 
in a monotone, mumbled whisper. The only time he 
ever uses his inside voice is when there happens to be a 
black person around. Maybe waiting in line behind him. 
Then Mumbly Joe turns into a caricature of an old 
black man - his voice drops an octave, he employs a 
stunted Southern slang, and recreates a parody of 
ebonies. Its a strange transformation, considering some 
of the most racist things I have ever heard said, un- 
ironically, came mumbling out of his mush mouth. 

From what I could piece together of his history, 
based on conversations we had as well as the one short 
conversation he had with another customer in front of 
me, his debilitating limitation was inflicted in a fight. 

He was hit with a wrench or some other metal tool. 
Beaten so badly that he was in a coma and needed brain 
surgery. If you look close on his forehead you can see a 
very nasty scar. As a result of this thrashing, he only 
works as a machinist and has been laid off more times 
than he can remember. 

I never disliked the guy. In fact, the only really 
annoying thing about him is that he monopolized my 
time. Usually, Monday evenings, he spent at least an 
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hour talking about Mose or other jazz tunes, asking me 
to look up release dates for songs, interlibrary loaning, 
and basically just mumbling away. Nothing he asks is 
difficult to locate. He just requires a lot of patience. 

And some nights, it takes a bit longer to muster that up 
from the depths of bored staring at the computer screen. 

What strikes me as interesting is that as much as 
we, the staff, came up with a nickname and a back story 
and shared best strategies for our interactions with him 
- he was doing the same thing to us. He knew who was 
nice to him, who would tolerate and help him, and who 
would snap at him or otherwise respond rudely. 

I know that I forgot that the regulars and other 
patrons in the library were observing us, as much as we 
were observing them. Occasionally, we forgot that 
people could see us, that we were in public, and that the 
public was making conclusions about us, as well. 
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